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Intervention and Interpretation

The field of archaeology, in its attempts to gain knowledge about past cultures, is necessarily invasive and destructive. As Ian Hodder points out, “It is a particular mode of intervention in other people’s lives.”
 However, archaeology is not strictly an intervention into the lives of past peoples. Rather, it resonates deeply with modern communities connected with a site or culture. Consequently, archaeologists struggle with the conflicting experiences and needs of those communities. Whether it is through the methods of investigation and terminology or the mode of representation, archaeology can have a lasting impact on the experiences and perceptions of nations and ethnic groups. 

One such issue that arises within archaeological representation is which cultural heritages are awarded significance. McManamon in his article addresses the fact that Americans label places in Egypt as important archaeological sites far more than they do sites within North America.
 In this instance, it becomes clear that physical proximity to a site of archaeological significance is not directly related to significance for the surrounding populations. 
Nevertheless, nationalism and ethnic ties can serve as an impetus for “ownership” of archaeological and heritage sites. In the United States, McManamon details the history of Native American archaeology as arising from a desire to separate from the “Old World” in the 18th and 19th centuries, as well as political nationalist desires prior to the beginning of World War I.
 While this led to a nationalist interest in systematic work at American archaeological sites, these investigations were still framed with a Western theory, with little involvement of the Native American populations still extant. Hodder dubs such acts, present at many sites throughout the world, as “intellectual colonization,”
 which in a sense removes ownership from native stakeholders. 
Though nationalism in the United States can be categorized as diverse groups nonetheless united, it may also be described as a collection of mutually exclusive ethnic groups.
 Ethnic ties therefore also play a role in the conflicting views present at archaeological sites. While the presence of archaeological areas of interest can serve to forge connections within diasporic ethnic groups, the enforcement of a particular “ownership” by one group can great contentious relations with other groups that come in contact with the site. In part these contentious relationships arise when an ethnic group that feels a particular connection with a site is not consulted prior to archaeological work, which may conflict with religious or cultural values. This is evident with archaeological work in the United States on Native American settlements. The traditional attempt by any one group to “own” a site can therefore be detrimental. 

However, as Hodder phrases it, “all the conflicts over the past assume that ownership is more than a metaphor. A better approach is to say that no one owns a sit- rather we all pass through as travelers or tourists.”
 This seems a more apt explanation of interactions and interpretations of a site, as it is encountered by many groups, the archaeologists, and future visitors. In order to provide for all groups that interact with the site, museums and visitor centers are helpful tools. However, the tourism aspect of archaeological presentation carries with it its own complications. 
As Silberman discusses in his article, archaeological site museums often preach an ethic of multivocality to illustrate proper representation of the appropriate groups.
 In many cases today, sites utilize extensive multimedia to engage visitors. Nevertheless, the parties responsible for the museums are in control of the voices allowed to reach the visitor, thereby undermining the “multivocality” in an attempt to provide a coherent, memorable experience. While site museums can allow information to reach a wider audience, it carries with it several dangers in terms of proper representation. 
In the instance of the John Brown House, the property is already closely connected with an “American” history because of its prominence in colonial times. Today the property benefits from the existence of the museum, and the constant presence of Rhode Island Historical Society members. This association with the museum will enable us to post findings in a forum accessible to scholars and members of the community, who are the major stakeholders. While the museum has more recently framed its exhibits around more perspectives of inhabitants,
 the Rhode Island Historical Society members are ultimately in control of everything that is shown and represented. 
Admittedly, our case is slightly easier because the site in question is primarily a colonial site. Therefore, a Western analysis is not unjustified. Likewise, we are not dealing with particular ethnic groups which feel ownership over the site. Nevertheless, in our final interpretations of the site, we should be mindful of the impact they might have on the community, which will be interacting with the site long after our class is finished. In this regard, it seems important to have our findings accessible to the public, both through the museum and other media. In this particular case, it would be beneficial to attempt to have a description of our work and perhaps abbreviated versions of our interpretations printed in the local newspaper. By so doing, we would have the ability to involve the members of the community most concerned with the site and open the avenues for shared information. Furthermore, since newspapers keep records of their past issues, the information will be accessible to future generations. Overall, our final reports should be framed with the current stakeholders in mind, but also future visitors to the site, whether they are members of the community, tourists, or other students. 
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